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FAR FROM NORMAL

It’s a far from normal day.

Today is so not normal. Utterly surreal. A first-
time-for-everything kind of day.

I scribble down words in the notebook on my lap,
the page filling up fast. Seeing the words appear and
the movement of the pen helps control my feelings —
though not as much as Hobnob, my support dog.
(Hobnobs are also mine and my grandma’s favourite
English biscuits!) Hobnob's chin rests on my shoulder,
breaths rhythmic and warm against my neck as my
brain processes information at the speed of light.

I'm really doing this. I'm really flying on an aero-
plane and leaving my home, my familiar surroundings

and my belongings for my very first holiday!



Ordinarily, right now, me and Hobnob would be
climbing out of my parents’ car, greeting Grandma
Lilly on the neat and tidy front garden of her house,
then waving goodbye to Mum and Dad. We’d watch
the car disappear down the road and out of sight
before rushing inside to have some Freddie, Hobnob
and Grandma time!

That’s ordinary. That’s familiar. That’s normal.

So, this, well, it’s tremendously different and
daunting, but so very exciting!

My parents have always worked for hotels.
That’s how they met. A couple of years ago, they
set up a company together called Jones Management
Mediation. Basically, this means if there are
disagreements or problems or disputes happening
in a hotel anywhere in the world, my mum and dad
get paid to fix it. They’re like hotel detectives and
guidance counsellors rolled into one! Dad speaks five
languages and is super good at talking to people, and
Mum knows all about finance and legal stuff. They
make an amazing team.

I'm anxious and worry about a lot of things (which

is common for autistic people like me) - plus I'm



homeschooled - so whenever they've had to travel
before, I stay with Grandma Lilly.

Time with Grandma is different, in a good way.

With my parents there’s order. With Grandma
there’s chaos.

Not actual chaos because, in general, I'm not keen
on chaos (though if anyone saw my notebooks filled
with blocks of words and sentences, they’d think I
was lying). It’s more that Grandma lets me do all
the things Mum and Dad don’t — like stay up late,
play computer games for longer than my usual daily
allowance, eat chocolate in bed and never change out
of my pyjamas.

However, everything changed a few months ago.
Grandma fell off a ladder and broke some bones.
While she was in hospital I cried and panicked all the
time. It was like I could feel her pain and fear. It took
a while, but thankfully, she got better and when she
was fully recovered, she’d decided on a plan: to sell
the house that she bought with Grandpa many moons
ago which was now worth a ridiculous amount of money.
She’d buy herself a small apartment, put some money

into savings and use the rest to see the world.



“I'm not getting any younger,” she’d announced.
“T've never left Australia!”

“You were born in England, Mum,” my mum had
replied, raising her eyebrows at Grandma. “You met
Dad there, and you didn’t move to Australia until
you were thirty.”

Grandma huffed at that. “That’s neither here
nor there,” she’d said, then turned to me. “After we
moved here, Grandpa wouldn’t get on a plane again,
and not long after that he got ill. So that was the
end of my travelling days.” She’d sighed then and
suddenly looked sad. “My fall off the ladder made
me realise,” she admitted, “that I don’t want to regret
not seeing more of the world.”

We'd all sat together. My tummy squirmed
loudly, though, and inside my head it was anything
but quiet. And that’s when Mum and Dad came up
with a different plan: Why don’t the five of us travel
together!

At first, I didn’t know how to feel about this. I like
being at Grandma’s, where the world is predictable,
and I feel familiar and comfortable. But the more

we discussed it, and the more Grandma talked about



the places she’d always wanted to visit, and the more
we researched travelling, I began to get excited.

So, here I am, in seat 1A, on an aeroplane headed
to the Daintree Rainforest!

Hobnob sits like a good girl next to me, wearing
her blue assistance dog harness, panting and looking
a little bewildered. I get it. This is how I feel most of
the time, mystified by people and all the rules I seem
to get wrong.

I rest my head on Hobnob and scratch behind one
of her floppy ears. “It’s okay, Hobs, it’s okay.”

We got Hobnob from an organisation that trains
assistance dogs when I was seven. She’s a medium-
sized brown labrador with a white patch on her chest
in the shape of a heart. I fell in love the moment I
saw her and so Hobnob joined the family and became
Hobnob Jones!

Hobnob sniffs my face, and then licks me on the tip
of my nose. Her tongue is cold and wet (and her breath
is a bit stinky). I sigh and close my eyes, calming down.

Trying new things is tricky for me. I often get so
overwhelmed thinking about everything that could
go wrong that I have a meltdown, but with plenty of



preparation and support, I usually give whatever it is
a go.

Well, sometimes I do ... occasionally. Depending
on what the new thing is, of course.

“No matter what happens, we’ll stick together,
okay?” I whisper to Hobnob. “Me and you. The best
team ever.”

Hobnob whines quietly, agreeing with the plan.

“You okay, Freddie?”

Hobnob and I look right at Mum and Dad,
who sit across the aisle from us. Mum nods at me
enthusiastically, blue eyes wide, eyebrows raised.
Dad leans forwards in his window seat peering at
me beneath Mum’s face. They have a pile of white
folders with paperwork on their laps, each holding a
pen, preparing for the days ahead.

The Daintree is the perfect destination for us.
It’s always been on Grandma’s list, and Mum and
Dad have been called to a holiday resort there
because of some unusual trees, mysterious activity and
environmental concerns. 1 blocked out the details, in
case I got too worried and anxious. I can only take in

so much new information at once.



“Son? You good?” Dad asks.

I give them a thumbs up and try to make an
expression to say I'm fine and happy and relaxed, but
that hurts my face. It’s hard to make several emotions
show at once. But they both nod and turn back to
their work at the same time so I guess it worked.

I look back down at my notebook, twirling and
twisting the pen through my fingers, and then peer
sideways out of the oblong window. I jot down what
I see.

People in bright yellow shirts and jackets bustle
about on the tarmac, arranging orange cones and
small fabric flags, driving buggies and moving
equipment and luggage here and there between
buildings and other aeroplanes.

“Psst, Freddie,” comes a voice from behind me.
“Freddie. Oi, Freddie.”

Hobnob’s ears perk up and I smile. Grandma
Lilly is incapable of talking quietly, even when she
whispers. Though I don'’t really want to chat with
anyone, what’s important to me is ensuring Grandma
has an amazing holiday. I'm determined to make that

possible for her.



TAKE-OFF

“Freeeeddddiiiiee,” Grandma Lilly hisses.

I swivel in my seat and kneel, so I can peer over
the back at Grandma sitting behind me. Hobnob
stands up on her hind legs and pokes her nose over
the top too.

“My two favourites,” Grandma says, smiling at us.
“Aren’t these seats comfy? I could get used to this,
you know. I've missed flying. But I've never been in
business class before. Could quite get used to it.”

I smile and nod. “I know, Grandma, you said that
twice.”

“Are you two okay in the front seats? Must feel
like you're almost flying the plane, eh!” She cackles,

her voice husky.



“Not really, Grandma. I'd need to be in the
cockpit to do that,” I reply.

“Have you looked out the window? Not much of
a view yet.”

Grandma’s eyes shine behind her glasses, so
pale blue theyre almost like sapphires. Her curly
grey hair is in its usual disarray — styled that way,
of course, according to Grandma — and topped off
with a pair of sunglasses. On her lap sits her latest
detective novel, the glittery bookmark I made when
I was young poking out of the top.

“You okay, Fredster?” Grandma asks. “Not too
worried?” She’s the only one who calls me by that
name.

I place my hand on Hobnob’s head. “A little.”

She leans forwards and 1 catch a whiff of her
strawberry-scented hand cream (which she’s always
slathering on). “T'll let you in on something,” she
whispers, peering left and right as if she’s about
to spill government-level top-secret news. I lean
in closer as well and Hobnob does the same, ears
sprouting up.

“Okay,” I prompt.



“After we moved to Australia, I once tried to get
your grandpa on a plane,” she begins. “I wanted to
take him to Sydney for his birthday, as a surprise, a
treat, not that he was particularly grateful.” She rolls
her eyes. “Anyway, for such a big brave man, he was
so nervous and worried. He didn’t eat for two days
before and ... and we ended up cancelling.”

Hobnob whines, her ears pinning back to her
head.

Grandma sits back. “Anyway, I think youre doing
remarkably well.” She picks up her book and starts
reading without a further word. She does that in
mid-conversation if she gets bored or there’s nothing
more she wants to say. Sometimes, she just closes her
eyes and falls asleep! I'm fairly used to it now, but I
don’t think everyone knows how to deal with how
abrupt she can be.

I rotate back to face the front and sit down again,
fasten my seatbelt, then pick up my notebook and
pen so I can jot down the few things Grandma said.
Grandpa passed away when I was four after a long
illness that affected his movements and his brain.

I only remember him a little bit, and Grandma
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doesn’t talk about him much, but I'd like to learn
more about him.

Hobnob settles with a big sigh and rests her
head against my arm. I pop on my noise-cancelling
headphones and let my mind wander, filling with
the information I've been memorising about Cape
Tribulation and the Daintree River and Daintree
Rainforest, plus all the wildlife I might see —
including crocodiles and cassowaries. I'm aware of
cabin staff fussing, and more passengers boarding
and filing past me down the aisle.

Mum has always told me my world is small, and
I've started to understand what she means. I adore
wildlife, just like everyone else in my family, but
so far most of what I've seen in real life is out the
window of our apartment, in Grandma’s backyard
or at the local park. Very soon that’s all about
to change!

I hope I enjoy it. I hope I can keep my worries
under control. I hope I don’t let anyone down —
especially Grandma.

And now, with a bump and a bounce that makes

me grip my pen tight, the plane starts moving, slowly
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and backwards. Butterflies the size of dragons flip
and dive-bomb in my tummy.

Hobnob snuggles closer and I wrap my arm
around her, holding her against me. “Here we go,” I

whisper. “Our first adventure is about to begin.”
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FMOTIONAL LANDING

I'inhale some deep breaths and wipe the tears quickly
from my cheeks before anyone sees. The plane landed
a few minutes ago and the seatbelt sign has switched
off, but feelings jostle in my brain and body. I need
to write but my fingers are too tense.

Carolyn, one of the cabin staff with shiny red
lips, gives me a thumbs up and speaks, but I have my
headphones on so I can’t hear her. Plus, I don’t want
any attention — not until I've grounded myself and
worked through this waterfall of feelings.

I bury my face into Hobnob’s neck.

The whole plane ride was ... immense. I saw ocean
as far as the eye could see. Thousands of kilometres

of coastline. Hundreds of mountains. Rainforest
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and farmland and buildings. And big white blobs
of clouds — we even flew right through some as we
made our descent.

I constantly fidgeted in my seat, wriggling and
squirming and kicking my legs up and down, writing
word after word. It was too hard to stop my body
moving and I'm glad I had Hobnob beside me, my
parents to the side and Grandma behind, instead of
strangers who might get annoyed or stare at me. My
movements never bother Hobnob, and she lay still
the whole two hour and twenty-five-minute journey,
her head on my lap. Her warmth and softness helped.

I inhale Hobnob’s doggy scents — and a few of
her fine brown furs as well. Then, she lifts her head
and nudges my hand with her nose. This is how she
gets my attention. I look up into the faces of Mum
and Dad. Using sign language we taught ourselves
online, they ask if I'm okay. I take off my headphones
and hang them around my neck.

“You did it, Freddie!” Dad says, pushing his wide-
rimmed glasses up his nose.

“You and Hobnob took your first flight.” Mum

squats in front of us.
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A smile grows across my face as I process their
words.

Yes. We did it/

“Youre about to see another part of Australia.”

“Walk on the ground, breathe in the air, see the
sights,” Mum says.

“How cool is that, son?” Dad asks.

“Cool,” I agree.

“Ready to go?” Mum reties her ponytail and Dad
hands me my small yellow backpack. I unclip my
seatbelt and thread my arms through the bag straps.

“And now,” Dad says, peering over the seat behind
us, “you get to wake your grandma.”

I sidestep along the aisle to Grandma’s seat.
She’s comatose, head tilted to one side, mouth open
and snoring, and, oh no ... I place a hand over my
mouth. A sliver of dribble dangles from one side of
her mouth.

“Grandma,” I say, poking her arm gently.

Nothing.

“Grandma,” I say louder, tugging on the sleeve
of the red Christmas cardigan she’s wearing, even

though it’s not Christmas.
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Nothing.

Hobnob helps, placing her paws on Grandma’s
knees and giving her a push.

Nothing.

I sigh. There’s only one guaranteed way to wake
Grandma Lilly, but I'd hoped not to have to use it.
However, since we're at the front of the plane and
going to hold up all the other passengers who have
places to be and people to see ... I have no choice.

Here I go.

I get up as close as possible to Grandma’s face,
trying not to look at or disturb the drool, then pinch
her cheek and say into her ear, “Lilly, Lilly, there’s a
goat on the loose!”

And like magic, it works.

“Jemima!” Grandma Lilly bolts upright, her eyes
wide, and sucks up the dangling dribble. She coughs,
blinks a few times, then smiles at me and Hobnob.

(My great grandad passed this trick on to Mum.
Grandma grew up on a tiny farm in England and
had a pet goat called Jemima who used to break into
the farmhouse all the time.)

“My darlings, Fredster and Hobnob,” she says.
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“What a fantastic flight that was. Did you enjoy it?
I did. So relaxing. Have we landed? Are we getting
off now? Can’t wait to see all the sights! It’s going to
be life-changing.”

I don’t get the chance to answer any of her
questions, because in a series of swift movements she’s
unclipping her seatbelt, standing up and following
Mum, Dad, me and Hobnob out of the huge plane
door. We trundle through the long tunnel and into
the airport. Grandma wheels along her sparkly
leopard-print suitcase in one hand (a suitcase she
bought online especially for this holiday!) and carries
her matching tote bag in the other.

I place my headphones back over my ears and grip
tightly onto Hobnob’s leash. She walks beside me,
pressing her body into the side of my leg.

Here we go.
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PINK T=SHIRTS

My parents said Cairns wasn’t a busy airport, but
it’s busy enough as far as I'm concerned. There are
people everywhere.

Eyes wide, I take in the shiny, open space of the
airport. It’s fast and bright and relentless, but I'm
fascinated by the mixture of people. Families and
couples and lone travellers. Old and young people.
I don’t let my eyes travel too far as that tends to make
me dizzy, but from what I can see I'm sure Hobnob
is the only dog. She’s receiving plenty of stares and
points, like always. And, though she adores pats (and
treats), her assistance dog jacket tells people she’s
working, and nothing disturbs her from her duties of

keeping me calm. Pride surges through me.
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I keep my eyes fixed on Hobnob’s padding paws,
which helps me avoid taking in too much information
that might overwhelm me. Finally, we reach the
main doors. I stop my legs from running outside
with relief. I'm glad to be out of the sensory overload
of the airport. I take in several giant gulps of the
humid afternoon air and that settles my nerves.

Phew!

I remove my headphones again and let the warm
fresh air into my nostrils and the bird calls into my
ears. The expansive blue and white sky is magnificent!

I take my backpack off, then reach inside for a
water bottle and small bowl. I crouch beside Hobnob
and pour some water for her to drink. She laps it up,
droplets spraying this way and that from her thirsty
tongue. I rest my hand on her back and grin.

Dad disappears back inside the airport and Mum
and Grandma chat beside me (which mainly involves
Grandma chatting and waving her arms around
while Mum listens). Birds caw and squawk, merging
with chattering voices and distant traffic sounds and

the rumble of an aeroplane hurtling along about to

take off.
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I have great hearing, something a lot of autistic
people like me share, though mostly I don’t consider
it to be a superpower. In fact, there are way too many
noises that only I seem to be able to hear, which
become so distracting I struggle to focus on anything
else. Still, good hearing comes in handy sometimes.

As the departing aircraft sounds fade, other noises
are drowned out by a group of five or six people piling
out of the airport double doors, all wearing the same
pink T-shirts and caps, like a uniform. They talk
with animated gestures and smiles. They must be in
some kind of organised club. I squint, trying to see
what’s written on their T-shirts.

I read the green and yellow writing on the front:
Cassowary Enthusiasts Club. And on the back is a
photo of a cassowary.

I didn’t know much about the bird until a few
weeks ago when I started my Daintree holiday
research. Cassowaries are huge flightless birds, like
emus, with bright blue necks and strange hard and
pointy crowns on their heads called casques. They’re
super shy birds that hide deep in the forests and are

rarely seen. I felt an immediate connection since
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I'm shy and like to hide away too. But theyre also
extremely dangerous if they feel threatened.

Seeing a cassowary would be awesome, but I know
there are only a few thousand left in the wild.

However, this group of pink-clad people who
are clearly passionate about cassowaries fizzle with
expectation and excitement as they wander off
towards the car park, talking and laughing.

“Oooh, Fredster, did you see what was on their
T-shirts?” Grandma doesn’t wait for me to answer.
“A cassowary club! Cassowaries! Just like we've been
looking at on the interwebs.” (She always calls the
internet that, despite me correcting her every time.)

As Hobnob continues to drink, I scribble down
some words, about the noises, the pink T-shirts, and
how much I’d like to see a cassowary, until Dad returns,
wheeling our two huge suitcases in front of him. At
precisely the same time, a huge black car rolls up in
front of us. A driver emerges, dressed in a smart forest-
green suit embroidered with the word DeeLuxable and
a logo of the letter D with a tall building inside. She
removes her green hat and greets Mum and Dad, who

step forwards and shake her hand.
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“Mr Jones,” she says. “Mrs Jones. I'm Kirra, your
driver.”

“Kirra, hi!” Mum says. “Please call me Heather,
and this is Andreas, Freddie and Lilly.”

Kirraslides open the passenger door before loading
up our cases in the back. Dad, Mum, Hobnob and I
climb into the car and take our seats.

Grandma gets straight into the passenger seat up
front. Classic Grandma. She loves to navigate and
comment on people’s driving skills, even though
she’s never passed her driving test despite taking it
more than five times — ten times, according to Mum.

This very posh vehicle smells strongly of a sharp,
lemony cleaning product and I cover my nose.
Seatbelts click, doors slam shut and the engine fires
up and purrs gently. Hobnob stands across me, her
paws digging into my thigh, and together we peer out
the window as the car pulls away. The sky continues
to be mainly blue, with clouds scattered above fields
and rainforest as the car joins the highway. It’s not
as busy as the highways where we live on the Gold
Coast, but there are still plenty of vehicles whizzing

up and down.
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We cruise along for a while and then overtake a
minibus that catches my attention. It’s filled with
pink T-shirts — the cassowary enthusiasts, chatting
and smiling like before.

It’s late afternoon, and the highway curves and
winds through immense rainforest that towers over
us on one side while the gigantic ocean stretches out
on the other. Everything is so colossal here that it’s
hard to take in.

“What do you think theyre looking for there,
Fredster?” Grandma asks at one point, and I look out
the window at a series of cars parked at the side of the
road. People point binoculars into the dense rainforest.

“Dunno,” I reply.

“Cassowaries probably. We've never had so many
sightings than over the past couple of weeks,” Kirra
calls back from the driver’s seat.

A short while later we slow down, and I sit up
taller and wonder if we've arrived.

“This doesn’t look good,” Dad says.

Kirra manoeuvres our vehicle around a couple of
cars that appear to have had an accident. My tummy

dive-bombs and I crane my neck as we pass to make
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sure everyone is okay. Thankfully it doesn’t look too
serious as there’s little damage to either car, and the
people don’t appear to be injured.

“There’s been an increase in reported road
incidents, too, with wildlife darting out and drivers
having to stop suddenly,” Kirra adds.

Obh dear.

“We'll be sure to take good care, then,” Mum says.

I press my fingers into my ears. I don’t want to
listen to anything else about accidents. Sad and bad
things always turn into sticky memories that never
go away. Even the sound of an emergency vehicle
siren conjures up feelings of panic. I itch to write, but
with Hobnob leaning hard against my chest I can’t
move much.

A little later, Grandma squeals, making everyone
else in the car wince.

“Freddie!” she half-shouts and points up ahead,
swivelling her head back and forth between me and
what lies ahead. I look past her at the road framed by
looming dense forest on either side.

“Is that it? Heather, is that it?” Grandma squeaks,
loudly, still pointing.
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“Yes, Mlum, that’s the resort.”
“See that grand entrance, Fredster?”
I sit taller and look out the front window.

“That’s where we're staying, Fredster, look, our
hotel, isn’t it lovely ...” Words pour out of Grandma’s
mouth like a toddler on their birthday. It makes me
happy to see how much of a lovely time she’s having

already, and we haven’t even started exploring yet!

25



THE DEELUXABLE
DAINTREE RESORT

Two enormous marble columns stand sentry on
either side of an opening in the treeline, a sheen of
water pouring down the front of each and lit up by
golden lights. THE DEELUXABLE DAINTREE
RESORT is written on each column in large letters
beside the logo.

Our car drives between them then slowly along a
single-lane driveway that sweeps this way and that
through rainforest dotted with discreet twinkling
lights along the edges.

Mum and Dad told me this eco-resort was built

on the site of some old crumbling buildings. Every
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cabin, the camping ground and public areas were
built using recycled materials carefully and locally
sourced to blend in with the rainforest. Attached to
the resort is a wildlife information centre (with a cafe
that Grandma’s set her sights on), and a treetop walk
to educate visitors about the important work needed
to preserve and care for the rainforest.

The eco-resort sounded amazing when they told
me about it, but now I'm here ... it’s like entering
another world.

Everything sparkles like real-life magic, glinting
and shimmering. I stare into the dark rainforest
trying to catch sight of any marsupials, reptiles or
insects as curious as me, but it’s impossible to see
much now that it’s almost night-time.

After a few minutes driving uphill, more and more
golden lights glowing through the trees from resort
buildings and cabins, the driveway widens into a large
area with numerous cars and buggies parked beneath
wooden structures. Our car circles a huge central
fountain before parking at the foot of a staircase.

The car door slides open to reveal Kirra’s smiling

face. I undo my seatbelt, then grip Hobnob’s leash
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and climb out of the car. Grandma is chattering
away and two people in green uniforms trot down
the steps and greet Mum and Dad. My heart is
skipping beats, and my ears are fizzing so furiously
that I can’t take it all in.

The rainforest ... it’s everywhere around us and
s0, so loud!

Nearby insects click and murmur. Faraway
animals screech and trill. Distant birds sing and
whistle. The rainforest cracks and creaks and snaps.

I can’t absorb it all. My legs wobble and I crouch
beside Hobnob, my hand on her soft back, my other
writing in my notebook resting on my knee. Together
we study our surroundings, catching glimpses of
moving leaves and branches.

“Wow!” 1 say. Hobnob whines quietly in reply.
“It’s incredible.”

The gargling and gurgling of the fountain draw
my attention and I wander closer, Hobnob by my
side. The tree at the centre must be twice the size
of Dad, with water cascading over the branches and
down the trunk into a sunken lagoon that surrounds

the base. Leaves and flowers float on the surface
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and soft lights glow from beneath. Glittering lights
decorate the tree trunk and branches.

“Freddie, are you okay?”

I turn to see Dad smiling and walking over, folders
tucked under his arm and a brown bag in his hand.
Behind him, Mum chats quietly with the resort staff
who push our suitcases up the pathway on a trolley.
Grandma pushes her own suitcase (no doubt stopping
anyone from getting their hands on her new luggage).

“Pretty awesome, right?” Dad stops beside me.
He pats Hobnob on the head and I watch the gold
and green lights from the fountain reflect in Dad’s
eyes and the silver ring on his finger.

This place even makes Dad appear magical.

“I've never seen anything like it.”

“Just wait until tomorrow,” he says as I chew my
lip. “Are you worried about something?” he asks.

I'shrug. “I ... T hope I don’t get overwhelmed and
ruin it for anyone, for Grandma especially.”

“Oh, Freddie.” Dad rests his hand gently on my
shoulder. “You couldn’t ruin anything.”

“But what if I have a meltdown somewhere or

can’t leave the hotel?”
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“Not only do you have us, you also have Hobnob
who will be allowed to go everywhere with you. We
have her paperwork to show people if necessary.”

I nod. “But Grandma Lilly has all these plans,
and I might let her down and ...”

“You will be fine, and Grandma will be fine,”
Dad interrupts. “Iry not to worry about that and
enjoy your holiday.”

I sigh. Hobnob leans into my leg a little harder,
absorbing some of my concerns.

“Okay?” Dad adds, rubbing my back. “You won't
let anyone down, trust me.” He stifles a yawn.
“Goodness, I don’t know about you, but I'm worn
out. Come on, let’s catch up with the others and get
to our cabin.”

I take a final lingering glance at the fountain,
at the tiny insects that flit this way and that in the
beams of light from the lanterns. At the deep blue
night sky above and at the ancient trees all around
us. I suck it all in, then follow Dad.

As I take a few steps I hear and feel a deep,
faint rumbling, almost like thunder in the distance.

Goosebumps cover my skin. It’s kind of creepy but
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also unlike anything I've ever heard before. I freeze,
eyes darting about. “What is that?” I ask Dad, but
he’s already several metres ahead. I quickly catch
up and now a wave of exhaustion washes over me.
A yawn of my own erupts, followed by a second and
a third. My eyes water and I blink away the tired
tears.

“Come on, Hobs,” I say, using the handrails to
drag my weary body along. “Tomorrow we’ll ask

about that mysterious noise, after we've slept.”
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FIRST DAY EXCITEMENT

“Fredster! Look at this!”

I'sigh and rest my hand on Hobnob’s head, who’s
snuggled in beside me. The bed is so comfy and
warm, and the pillow is moulded perfectly into the
shapes of our heads. I'm not ready to move. I have
no idea what the time is or how long I slept, but it’s
impossible to keep Grandma’s voice out of my head.
She was fast asleep in seconds when we reached our
cabin last night — but I found it hard to switch off.
I almost filled up my notebook as I sat in bed beside
Hobnob waiting for sleep.

“Have you seen the size of the lounge room?!”

Even though I'm still dozing, Grandma’s been

awake for a while, squealing and marvelling at
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everything in the cabin, padding up and down and
back and forth. She keeps appearing in my doorway
to tell me something, then disappears in a flash.

“The couch feels like sitting on a marshmallow,”
she calls.

“I guess we should start waking up,” I tell
Hobnob, who huffs once. I rub my eyes to rid them
of their heavy feeling. I stare out of the huge window
overlooking the rainforest and adjust to the daylight
pouring in.

“I've found a coffee machine with those funny
pod things!”

Hobnob rolls onto her front and snuffles at my
face, her tail wagging as she licks me on the forehead.
I giggle and stare into her dark brown eyes.

“And a kettle!”

Hobnob’s ears flicker as she listens to Grandma
opening and closing cupboards in the kitchen.

“Everything is so sparkly, Fredster!”

I smile. “She’s like an excitable puppy,” I say as
Hobnob tilts her head. “Shall we join her?”

Hobnob snorts, then hops off the bed onto the

tluffy cream rug where she stretches out, performing
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some morning yoga. I push myself up slowly, yawn,
then climb out of the barely wrinkled white sheets.
I must have slept like a rainforest log!

I grab my notebook and write, thinking back to
everything that happened yesterday. It was a huge
day, and my legs only just managed to carry me to
our cabin last night. I remember kicking off my
shoes and collapsing onto the bed to the sounds of
Grandma already snoring in the bedroom next door.
I finish writing and shuffle over to the window.

“Wow!”

Leaves glisten and sway inches away on the other
side of the glass. I peer up, towards the tops of the
trees, my eyes widening at the sheer size of them,
then right and left, taking in more trees, and then
down to the thickly blanketed forest floor.

“This place is paradise. Imagine all the wildlife
we're going to see,” I say to Hobnob.

But, before I start imagining it, Grandma’s voice
starts up again.

“Oh, my word ... Fredster! We have a massive
verandah!”

I glance down at Hobnob. Her tail wags and she
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looks up at me expectantly. “Need a wee?” I ask her
and she ruffs gently. “Come on then.”

We visit the bathroom where Hobnob’s special
indoor toilet turf is, then head down a short
hallway into the lounge room (it’s large and has a
marshmallow couch, like Grandma said), past the
kitchen (sparkly), and through two glass double
doors to the verandah (massive) where Grandma sits
on a wooden rocking chair.

I study her soft wrinkled face and smile. I've
had many emotions since she had her fall, some I
understand and others I don’t, but seeing her here
making her travelling dreams come true gives me so
much joy.

No matter what happens, I'm going to do my
best to make sure Grandma has the most amazing
holiday, full of smiles. Hobnob and I sit on the floor
and stare out into the rainforest, and the three of
us spend the next thirty minutes or so pointing out
fluttering birds and scurrying lizards.

Once I've showered and Mum and Dad have
headed off to their first meeting with the manager

to find out more about the unusual activity going on
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at the resort, Grandma and I enjoy a fresh breakfast
delivered to our cabin. I sit beside Hobnob on the
couch, preparing for the day ahead. Spread out on
the coffee table is a bunch of leaflets and brochures,
filled with daytrips, tours and places to see in the area.

There’s Mossman Gorge — where you can swim
in crystal clear waters. Cape Tribulation and the
Atherton Tablelands — where the views and wildlife
are expansive and unique. Boat trips to the Great
Barrier Reef — where you can snorkel with sea
creatures. Kuranda — where you can travel through
the Daintree Rainforest. Daytrips to Cairns and
Port Douglas. Plus, a map showing nearby rainforest
walks.

“What do you think, Hobs?” We both survey the
selection on the table. “Maybe we can explore the
resort and wildlife information centre today.”

Grandma strolls inside from the verandah, still
dressed in her pink cat-patterned pyjamas. Hobnob’s
tail wags in greeting. Grandma tickles her behind
the ears.

“I forgot to tell you that I heard a strange sound
last night, Grandma,” I say.
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“Oh yes,” she replies. “What like?”

“It was like a ... a ... I don’t know,” I say. “A kind
of vibrating rumble, but it was more of a feeling than
a sound.”

“Was it my tummy?” Grandma laughs, stepping
into the kitchen. I lean over the back of the couch
and watch her fiddling around in the drawers and
with the coffee machine. She nods at the leaflets and
brochures on the table. “Looks like you've been busy
planning.”

“Shall we do the treetop walk and visit the
information centre?” I suggest.

“What a juicy steak-and-fries idea!” Grandma
says. “And I bet someone at the centre knows about
the rumbly noise-feeling.” Grandma continues to
rummage and bash around, and I wonder how much
of the equipment she’ll actually use to make her
coffee. Suddenly she puts everything down and says:
“I know what I have for you!” She dashes off to her
bedroom, rustles about loudly and returns a moment
later carrying a large, brown paper bag.

I make room for her to sit next to me on the couch

and eye the bag with anticipation. “What is it?”
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She carefully pulls out a notebook and pack of pens.

“I don’t know if I ever told you, but your grandpa
loved scrapbooking.”

“I didn’t know that,” I say, savouring this new piece
of information about Grandpa George.

Grandma’s face softens as she hands it to me. “I was
cleaning out the house before I sold it, and I found his
collection in an old box. It got me thinking ...”

My hand trembles as I take the scrapbook and pens
from her.

“Scrapbooking is a wonderful way to record
memories and, since were about to make many of
those, I thought this would be a wonderful way to
remember them forever.” Grandma smiles, a twinkle
in her eye.

I nod, my words all dried up in my throat. I stroke
my fingertips across the plain green cover. Hobnob
sniffs the scrapbook and then my hand, whining gently.

“I brought along a fancy digital camera so we can
take photos as well. Grandpa always fancied himself
as a bit of a photographer.”

“Thank you,” I manage to whisper. “I think this is
a really good idea.”
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“Of course it is, dear,” Grandma says, patting my
forearm. “All my ideas are good ones!”

We both giggle.

“Now, let me have a coffee from this spaceship
machine then we’ll go outside into the wide world to
find some adventures.”

I share a smile with Grandma as she shuffles back
into the kitchen. I lean back into the couch, itching

to start exploring.
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ALL A LITTLE
UNEXPECTED

The DeeLuxable Daintree Resort is enormous and
impressive. My hand aches from all the things I've
written about it already. Grandma and I stand side
by side on a deck overlooking part of the grounds,
our mouths agape. Hobnob sits between us, panting
and cocking her head left and right.

After leaving our cabin, we followed several raised
pathways that snaked this way and that, through
dense rainforest and past cabin after cabin. Despite
Grandma’s confidence, neither of us could remember
the way we’d come in last night (though I think
Hobnob knew considering the way she tugged me in

a different direction from Grandma most of the time).
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I feel like I've seen one trillion trees already. And
they are all unique, with creatures rustling in the
leaves, not to mention on the ground everywhere I
turn. There are intricately woven webs made by huge
golden orb spiders and other spiders I've never seen
before. And so many statue-like lizards, sunbathing
and eyeing us warily.

I already can’t wait to get back to the cabin later
and add all of this to my new scrapbook.

“Now, I've seen some things in my time,”
Grandma says, dreamily, “but this might be one of
the most life-changing.”

I nod. “It definitely is.”

From where we stand, on the raised deck of the
resort restaurant, which has an inside and an outside
area, we can see guests lazing on sunloungers,
splashing in the turquoise waters of the enormous
swimming pool, and meandering along the paths
that wind around and away from the pool and across
sloping grassy areas. Everyone seems so relaxed.

And beyond this area the rainforest climbs higher
and higher, brushing the bright blue sky above.

“Just ... life-changing,” Grandma says again.
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I nod again, my pen scribbling on paper.

“Pleased you came, Fredster?” Grandma asks.

“Definitely,” I answer, meaning it one hundred
per cent. “Are you?”

Grandma nods. “Too right!”

I'lean over the railing and peer down at the happy
holiday-makers, but then something catches my eye.
Two men stride quickly out from the treeline, cameras
around their necks and wearing pink T-shirts.
I squint, trying to make out the writing and picture
on their tops, and sure enough, as they turn a corner,
the cassowary picture on the back is unmistakeable.

“The cassowary club people are here!” Grandma
announces, loudly, pointing right at them ... and
gaining the attention of nearby holiday-makers.

“I see them,” I mumble, my cheeks burning.

“Shall we follow them and see what theyre up
to?” Grandma asks, starting to wave at them.

“No!” I butt in just as she opens her mouth to call
them over. “I mean, no thanks.”

Grandma shrugs. “Whatever you say, partner.”

I watch the pink T-shirt men disappear along
another path that leads them back into the rainforest.
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“Come on, you two. Can’t stand here all day,”
Grandma says. “Let’s get exploring.”

I follow Grandma along a path that weaves and
dips gradually over a grassy area dotted with huge
trees, to the swimming pool and fields beyond.
A warm breeze caresses my hot skin, and I admire the
rippling on the pool surface. But as we wander past
other guests, I'm bombarded with an overpowering
smell; a concoction of coconut suncream a couple are
applying, the toasted sandwiches a family tuck into,
and the tang of chlorine from the pool. On top of
that, there are voices and splashes and shouts. A ball
whizzing by ...

My heart pounds and Hobnob leans into me,
raising her snout and shoving it under my hand to
lead me to some space at the far side of the pool. I'm
so grateful for her.

Grandma isn’t far behind. She’s greeting everyone
good morning as she passes, asking if theyre having
a nice time, telling them she’s on holiday and
commenting on people’s swimming costumes. It’s a
bit embarrassing but it looks like she’s having a lovely

time, so I leave her to it as I gather my calm and
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check out a nearby signpost advising that the treetop
walk is 1.2 kilometres away.

This is where the cassowary men appeared from
just now. I peer up the slightly inclined path, and
spot two DeeLuxable workers dressed in their forest-
green uniform, hands on their hips, both staring at
the same thing. I look too and get my notebook and
pen at the ready.

It’s a tree, right in the centre of the path, and by
the expressions on their faces, I'm guessing there’s
something unusual about it. Like maybe it shouldn’t
be there. Perhaps this is one of the unusual trees that
have brought Mum and Dad here. And, as I study
the tree, curiosity overtakes me. Grandma’s still
chatting so I edge closer to the workers.

The tree theyre contemplating isn’t tall, perhaps
as high as my shoulders, and it looks like an ordinary
tree at first glance.

But, on closer inspection, it’s anything but

ordinary.
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